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Abstract 
In this chapter, I consider notions of the sentient landscape from a philosophically-
inspired anthropological perspective, specifically, Edward Casey’s postulation that 
places ‘gather’. I provide a narrative portrait of the subject of my analysis: a trian-
gular valley in central Australia bordered by ranges on two sides and a storm water 
drain at its base, crisscrossed by paths and tracks, vegetated by prickles, grasses, 
and small bushes, and inhabited by insects, small reptiles including poisonous 
snakes, birds, rock wallabies, and the occasional kangaroo and dingo. To the south, 
The Triangle is directly bordered by the affluent Alice Springs suburb of Eastside. 
To its north lies ‘the bush’, stretching for well over a thousand kilometres to the 
sea. I focus on how The Triangle ‘gathers’ in regards to the relationship between 
the monstrous and the geographic, and relate this through three case studies: (1) 
Nature and culture: The Triangle is all that stands between Eastside and ‘the bush’, 
and its body (‘scarred’ by paths and weed poising, exuding seeds, snakes, and 
sand) literally constitutes the threshold between the built environment and a per-
ceived untamed nature. (2) Wildness and domestication: During recent drought-like 
conditions, dingoes flocked to the triangle and began killing the pets of Eastsiders. 
Critically, the latter often are part-dingo ‘camp dogs’ from Aboriginal communi-
ties, adopted by Eastsiders employed in the ‘Aboriginal Industry’. (3) Interwoven 
history: The Triangle’s neocolonial Indigenous/non-Indigenous entanglements are 
layered on top of its heritage WW2 site history, and its past as an Arrernte camping 
and hunting ground adjacent to a major sacred site. The central aim of my chapter 
is to develop a Triangle-centric narrative from which to consider questions perti-
nent to the relationship between monstrousness and geography: Can the Triangle 
express or experience monstrousness, or is monstrousness inscribed on and through 
it?  
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***** 
 
1.  Introduction  
In this chapter, I consider notions of the sentient landscape from a philosophi-
cally-inspired anthropological perspective, specifically, Edward Casey’s postula-
tion that places ‘gather’. He puts forward that  
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places gather things in their midst – where ‘things’ connote vari-
ous animate and inanimate entities. Places also gather experienc-
es and histories, even languages and thoughts. Think only of 
what it means to go back to a place you know, finding it full of 
memories and expectations, old things and new things, the famil-
iar and the strange, and much more besides. What else is capable 
of this massively diversified holding action? … The power be-
longs to place itself, and it is a power of gathering.1  
 
I consider this gathering power of place in relation to the Triangle: a wedge-shaped 
valley located in the middle of Australia, bordered by ranges on two sides and a 
storm water drain at its base, crisscrossed by paths and tracks, vegetated by prick-
les, grasses, bushes, and trees, and inhabited by characteristic central Australian 
fauna. My aim is to portray the Triangle through a series of vignettes, and through 
these, to explore how the Triangle’s gathering power compels contemplation of the 
monstrous.  
The Triangle is a place in arid central Australia, in the southern part of the 
Northern Territory, located on crown land within the confines of the town of Alice 
Springs, the regional service centre for settlements located within a radius of a 
thousand kilometers. If we take a more triangle-centric view, to its south, there is 
Eastside, one of Alice Spring’s more affluent suburbs, from which it is separated 
by a stormwater drain. To its north lies ‘the bush’. To the east, there are ranges and 
hills, and to the west flows the Todd River (that is, after the rains, at all other times, 
there is the only the sandy bed of the Todd, as the river is generally dry), and be-
tween them a hill. The hill is called Tyeretye (also spelled Choritja) by its Aborigi-
nal owners and custodians, and Spencer Hill by the non-Aboriginal residents and 
by Australian mapmakers. (It is named after Walter Baldwin Spencer, who, origi-
nally as a biologist, left Adelaide in May 1894 to explore inner Australia with the 
W.A. Horn scientific expedition, and turned anthropologist. At Alice Springs, he 
met Francis James Gillen, the post and telegraph Station Master, who became his 
collaborator and colleague. Together they extensively documented central Austral-
ian Aboriginal culture, at the turn of the nineteenth century, informing amongst 
others the work of Frazer and Freud).  
If the fact that the Triangle is adjacent to the suburb of Eastside is most relevant 
in contemporary geography, it was its vicinity to the hill, Tyeretye, that meant most 
in the past. Tyeretye was considered a principal sacred site in the wider Alice 
Springs area, called Mbainda (now spelled Mparntwe) by the Aboriginal traditional 
owners. The interconnections between sites and people were first documented in 
written form, in fact, by Spencer and Gillen. In their work on ‘the Arunta’ (now 
spelled Arrernte) they identify the traditional owners and custodians of Alice 
Springs as Arunta Mbainda: 
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that is, Arunta belonging to what is called the main camp. This 
forms the central division of the tribe, and inlcudes the following 
localities: Choritja (Alice Springs), Bond Springs, Imanda, Hen-
bury, Idracowra (Chambers Pillar) and Ooraminna.2  
 
The triangle itself has no recorded traditional Aboriginal name, nor do contem-
porary Arrernte people name it (apart from describing it as ‘east of Tyeretye’). Nei-
ther does the non-Indigenous population have a name for it, although some refer to 
it as ‘Spencer Valley’. It certainly is not called the Triangle by anybody but myself, 
and I use this appellation only in the context of this chapter – to identify a ‘place’ 
that is marked mostly by its proximity to other places that are more important, 
more visually prominent, more assertive, perhaps. The Triangle is there, between 
or next to those other places, without anything much to make a distinction for it-
self, and yet it is a place in Casey’s sense, it gathers in a particular configuration, 
exuding a ‘sense of an ordered arrangement of things in place even when those 
things are radically disparate and quite conflictual’, it draws to it and releases from 
it plants, animals, humans, as well as stone, wind, and weather, and it certainly 
gathers thoughts and memories.3 My specific focus is on how the Triangle’s gath-
ering can be read in regards to the relationship between the monstrous and the geo-
graphic, and I develop such a reading through the three ensuing vignettes on, re-
spectively, (1)  Nature and culture, (2) Wildness and domestication, and (3) In-
terwoven histories.  
 
2. Nature and Culture 
 In the imagination of Eastsiders, the Triangle is all that stands between Eastside 
and ‘the bush’, and its body literally constitutes the threshold between the built 
environment and a perceived untamed nature. The first house in Eastside was 
erected in 1950, and, by the mid-1960s most of the current suburb was established, 
the parallel streets, large blocks, straight houses, a square of geometrically arranged 
squares. Photographs from that era (before the native trees planted in Eastside be-
gan to envelop Eastside) demonstrate the incongruity between the straight angles of 
Eastside streets and homes and the flowing curves of the environment within which 
it is embedded: the contours of the ranges, the creekbed, the rocky outcrops undu-
lating out of the red desert. 
 Today, Eastside’s streets are the leafiest in all of Alice Springs, its houses 
among the most ‘historic’, and its population affluent, overwhelmingly white, and 
educated. In fact, many employees of what is called the Aboriginal Industry, art 
and women centre coordinators, anthropologists, health professionals, linguists, 
heritage protection officers, and the like love living in Eastside exactly because of 
its charm, native gardens, and closeness to the ranges and the desert. On the other 
side of the storm water drain, accessible from the suburban side via steps the trian-
gle lies just beyond a small climb up the other bank. 
The Triangle 
__________________________________________________________________ 
34 
 The triangle is home to a myriad of insects and of reptiles, including goannas 
and poisonous snakes, and, of course, kangaroos, rock wallabies and dingoes, as 
well as an astonishing array of birds, including budgerigars, galahs, and cockatoos, 
but also falcons and other birds of prey. The Triangle’s plant life is diverse, rang-
ing from prickles and grasses, via witchetty and other bushes to white ghost gum 
trees. Its soil is the typical central Australian coarse desert sand, easy to walk on, 
interspersed here and there by some smallish rocky boulders, and the occasional 
small creekbed, into which feed rivulets and then small streams during the rain. 
The air is full of bird noises, in summer the chirping of cicadas and the buzzing of 
the ever-present flies, and there is the rustling of the bushes in the breeze. The Tri-
angle is a perfect suburban vision of the bush, or, rather, a kind of manicured bush 
beyond the border of civilization proper and before the actual wild: that much is 
visually clear through the paths that criss-cross the Triangle. There are old single 
file ones, hardly visible to the untrained eye, there are the rough roads making ac-
cess possible for service vehicles, and the brand new cycle paths, welts made of 
packed earth darker than the Triangle’s orangey and brown sands, that meander 
across The Triangle reminiscent of scars; tangible metaphors of the operations that 
make the triangle fit for human recreational use.  
  
3. Wildness and Domestication 
 Many Eastsiders own dogs as pets, and one way in which to tell an Eastsider 
who works in the Aboriginal Industry from one who does not, is by their dogs: 
people who work in the Aboriginal Industry tend to own camp dogs that they ac-
quired from their Aboriginal friends in one or another of the remote Aboriginal 
communities they work in. (I should mention that I work in a remote Aboriginal 
community, live in Eastside, and own a camp dog). Camps dogs are mix breeds 
with varying degrees of dingo thrown in, and people take pride in just how much 
dingo their dog is, some even having full dingos. 
 For many years, Eastsiders with camp dogs used to take their dogs walking 
around the Triangle, making the Triangle an excellent place to catch up with 
friends, and for one’s dog to play with other like-minded dogs. During recent 
drought-like conditions, dingoes flocked to the triangle and began killing the 
dogwalkers’ pets. Horror stories abounded, amongst dog walkers, neighbours, and 
in the news, including the Alice Springs online news branch of the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), which ran an news piece on 22 October 2013 
called Pet Owner Calls for Dingo Signs.4 In it, a dog owner’s demand for dingo 
warning signs is quoted, and the story of the attack of her dog ‘Luna’ by three din-
gos next to Spencer Hill is recounted. Mentioned also are two further dog fatalities: 
one a bull terrier, also killed at Spencer Hill by dingos, the other the dog of an 
‘Eastside resident’ killed by six dingos just to the east of the Triangle. This particu-
lar dog owner acquired a new dog, who also was attacked. She is quoted to say: 
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I’d just come back from doing the circuit around Spencer Hill 
and I was not very far from the houses, fifty meters from the 
back gate and all of a sudden there was a really young, healthy 
dingo pretend gamboling around my dog, Oxy, and the next thing 
I know this dingo lunged for him and bit him on the back.5 
 
 The article is accompanied by a grisly photo showing the large and deep 
stitched bite wounds on the shaved hindleg of one of the attacked dogs, and before 
giving the council’s opinions (dog owners should walk their dogs on leashes & 
report all dingo attacks), space is given to Oxy’s owner calling for the dingos 
around Spencer Hill to be shot.  
 As far as I know, no dingoes have been shot, although the rangers attempted to 
trap them, but, so rumour has it, mostly trapped Eastsiders’ camp dogs. As a result 
of these incidents, the number of Eastsiders walking their dogs at the Triangle has 
shrunk drastically: since that convenient piece of controlled wilderness has become 
uncontrollable, they now walk the better laid, wider, and more well-trodden paths 
along the river. 
 At the same time, an inverse process of undermining the Triangle’s wilderness 
is taking place, also bemoaned and fought by Eastsiders: Introduced Buffel Grass is 
colonizing the valley. The first strains of Buffel Grass are said to have originated a 
hundred years ago with the camels used across the interior for transportation before 
roads were established. Buffel spread around the camps of Afghani camel drivers, 
one of which was in the Triangle. Further strains of Buffel were introduced by the 
pastoral industry and by scientists to control dust storms. The problem is that 
 
Buffel Grass is an aggressive colonizer which grows vigorously 
after rain. It takes a lot of nutrients out of the ground and is dis-
placing native grasses and sedges along riverbanks, alluvial flats 
and moist localities.6 
 
 In a recent documentary, one Eastsider laments the effect of Buffel on the Tri-
angle, describing how  
 
Spencer Valley used to be a picture of wildfowers after the rains, 
and mushrooms used to grow there. Now, with the buffel and all, 
haven’t seen a mushroom in ten years, bushbeans, native plants, 
haven’t seen any in years. We put a big footprint in the valley.7  
 
Volunteer members of the Arid Lands Environment Centre put in countless 
hours spraying the Buffel grass, and bursts of colour provided by wildflowers are 
replaced by the pink, yellow and orange tags they leave on trees to remind them-
selves which patch has been sprayed and which has not.  
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Image 1: Orange and yellow plastic tags indicating areas sprayed for Buffel Grass. 
© 2014 Yasmine Musharbash. Used with permission. 
 
4. Interwoven Histories  
 The 64 years that have passed since the erection of the first house in what was 
to become the suburb of Eastside, are but a blink in the Triangle’s existence. The 
Arrernte people of Alice Springs (or, Arrernte Mparntwe) say that the wider Alice 
Springs scape (which is also called Mparntwe), was created through the deeds of 
totemic beings at the beginning of time. Ancestral Caterpillar, Kangaroo, and Dog 
beings as well as the Two Sisters and Uninitiated Boys dreamings shaped 
Mparntwe’s natural features; in a process focussed on by Spencer and Gillen, and 
summed up by Brooks as sometimes ‘by physical means, sometimes calling them 
into existence by naming them’.8 After the creation period, countless generations of 
Mparntwe people lived and moved across the area, performed ceremonies, hunted, 
gathered, camped, travelled and welcomed visitors. 
 Things began to change with the construction of the overland telegraph line, 
and especially the construction of the Telegraph Station building at the actual Alice 
Springs in 1871. European settlement disrupted traditional Mpartntwe use first of 
the area around the telegraph station, and later the expanding town. In fact, until 
the beginning of the second world war, many Mparntwe camped around Tyeretye. 
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On April 22, 1901, for example, Gillen recorded the following in his diary:9 ‘Alice 
Springs, Tchauritji [sic]. Up before daylight breakfasted frugally on pea soup’ and 
during the preceding evening, he said: 
 
several blacks visited our camp – they are camped up on the 
range above the rock hole amongst them were several old favor-
ites of mine including poor old Lulu who is now a widow with 
six children Tom her husband having died several months ago. I 
named two piccaninnies one, a boy, “Spencer” and a little girl 
“Chappie” after the Profs. [sic] little daughter.10  
 
 Older Mparntwe alive today remember living there themselves, for example, 
one senior lady doing a voice over on the under today DVD, reminisces: 
 
there was humpies right along the river up into the hills until 
1956, that’s where Arrernte mob camped [people from other 
tribes were to the north and south], and the Afghans stopped 
here, too, there were dates east of Tyeretye.11  
 
 During the second world war, the removal of Aboriginal and so-called half cast 
children from the area began, and then, from 1943-1945 there was a curfew for 
people of colour, who were not allowed to enter the town areas. The military ap-
propriated the area, flattened the humpies and set up ammunition depots and la-
trines, the remnants of which today are heritage protected. After the war, the gov-
ernment set up new settlements for Mparntwe, over an hour’s drive away from the 
growing town of Alice Springs. In the seventies, the last empty Eastside lots were 
filled with houses, including a limited number of housing provided to Aboriginal 
people. Soon after, there were plans to develop and subdivide the Spencer Valley, 
which were stopped by local – whitefella – opposition. 
Aboriginal people continued to camp on the fringes of the emerging suburb, in-
cluding in the river, at Tyeretye and the Triangle and over the past few decades, 
successive governments have experimented with a variety of strategies of various 
degrees of severity of ‘moving on’ Aboriginal people. The Intervention, a drastic 
sweep of policies ostensibly to protect Aboriginal people that started in 2007, has 
seen Aboriginal camps dwindle, and the Aboriginal presence around the Triangle 
now is reduced to occasional drinking camps, usually cleared quickly by police on 
motorbikes and horses.  
 
5. Conclusion 
 As I hope to have shown, the Triangle gathers manifold things in manifold 
ways. Every morning, when I walk my dog along the eastern side of the Triangle 
and Alhekulyele comes into range just behind Tyerteye, I cannot help but think 
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about Spencer and Gillen writing about how the Arrernte totemic ancestors created 
some places simply through naming them. 
 
 
 
Image 2: At the eastern side of the Triangle: Alhekulyele (Mt Gillen) coming into 
view behind Tyeretye (Spencer Hill). © 2014 Yasmine Musharbash.  
Used with permission. 
 
 Today, Tyeretye and Alhekulyele are known as Spencer Hill and Mt Gillen, 
respectively, a mocking testament to both, how whitefellas appropriated Mparntwe 
through re-naming, and the power of naming. 
 The irony goes further. Alhekulyele, or Mt Gillen, was  
 
formed by the activities of the wild dog. … The story involves an 
extended battle between a local dog and an interloper from the 
west [or south-east] … They fought over a female, whose cave 
(and resting place to this day) is up on the main ridge … During 
the fight, a lot of hair (Akurle) came off and this now comprises 
the prominent hill on the flat below the ridge. The local dog also 
wounded the outsider and some nearby outcrops (Yarrentye) 
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were formed from its intestines. From this area the fighting raged 
to Heavitree Gap, where the intruder was finally beaten and bur-
ied. … After defeating his antagonist … [the dog ancestor] trav-
elled for only a short distance and then metamorphosed into a 
boulder embedded in the ground … Linked with this site are a 
number of aggregations of small rocks [close to Tyeretye, that] 
represent the puppies of the adult wild dogs, and are regarded 
with particular affection by the custodians.12 
 
It is around this spot, where the vista opens onto the dog dreaming, that my dog 
behaves uncharacteristically every morning: rather than following scents, sniffing 
around, and being his normal bouncy and curious self, here, he stays on the paths, 
and here, also, he always refrains from peeing on the bushes. Here, I guess, is din-
go territory. Both, the dog and I, feel weighed down at this spot, and it appears to 
me that perhaps this is so because the monstrousness of what has happened, of 
what is happening, is palpable, is gathered. 
 
Acknowledgements 
 
I am deeply grateful to Dr Sophie Creighton of the Aboriginal Areas Protection 
Authority in Alice Springs, who helped me brainstorm ideas, pointed me towards 
relevant references, and made me aware of things I did not know. Time spent on 
this chapter was made possible by an ARC Future Fellowship FT130100415. 
 
Notes 
 
1 Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place. Toward a Renewed Understanding of 
the Place-World (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2009), 
327-328. 
2 Baldwin Spencer and Francis J. Gillen, The Arunta. A Study of a Stone Age Peo-
ple. In Two Volumes. Vol. 1 (London: Macmillan and Co., 1927), 62.  
3 Casey, Getting Back into Place, 328. 
4 Rohan Barwick and Emma Sleath, ‘Pet Owner Calls for Dingo Signs,’ ABC Alice 
Springs, October 22, 2013, viewed on 4 May 2014,  
http://www.abc.net.au/local/stories/2013/10/22/3874267.htm 
5 Barwick and Sleath, ‘Pet Owner Calls for Dingo Signs’.  
6 Northern Territory Government, ‘Nature Notes – Buffel Grass’, Alice Springs 
Desert Park.com, no date, viewed on 4 May 2014,  
http://www.alicespringsdesertpark.com.au/kids/nature/plants/buffel.shtml  
 
The Triangle 
__________________________________________________________________ 
40 
 
7 Under Today. Traces of Eastside, dir. Dani Powell. Alice Springs: Red Shoes 
Performance-Makers and Brown’s Mart Productions, 2012, DVD. 
8 David Brooks, The Arrernte Landscape of Alice Springs (Alice Springs: Institute 
for Aboriginal Development, 1991), 6. 
9 Francis J. Gillen, Gillen’s Diary. Gillen’s Diary. The Camp Jottings of F.J. Gillen 
on the Spencer and Gillen Expedition across Australia 1901-1902 (Adelaide: Li-
braries Board of South Australia, 1968), 45-46. 
10 Gillen, Gillen’s Diary, 45. 
11 Dani Powell, Under Today. Traces of Eastside. 
12 David Brooks, The Arrernte Landscape of Alice Springs, 7-10. 
 
Bibliography 
 
Brooks, David. The Arrernte Landscape of Alice Springs. Alice Springs: Institute 
for Aboriginal Development, 1991. 
 
Casey, Edward S. Getting Back into Place. Toward a Renewed Understanding of 
the Place-World. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2009. 
 
Gillen, Francis J. Gillen’s Diary. The Camp Jottings of F.J. Gillen on the Spencer 
and Gillen Expedition across Australia 1901-1902. Adelaide: Libraries Board of 
South Australia, 1968. 
 
Powell, Dani (dir.). Under Today. Traces of Eastside. Alice Springs: Red Shoes 
Performance-Makers and Brown’s Mart Productions, 2012, DVD.  
 
Spencer, Baldwin and Francis J. Gillen. The Arunta. A Study of a Stone Age Peo-
ple. In Two Volumes. Vol. 1. London: Macmillan and Co., 1927. 
 
Yasmine Musharbash is an ARC Future Fellow with the Department of Anthro-
pology at the University of Sydney. Interested in everyday life, emotions, the sens-
es and embodiment she has published widely on such themes as sleep, death, fear, 
monsters, the night, and Indigenous/non-Indigenous relations in Australia.  
